The transmissible spongiform encephalopathies (prion diseases): a review for dental surgeons.
The transmissible spongiform encephalopathies (prion diseases) are a fatal group of neurological diseases characterised by the accumulation of an abnormal form of prion protein in the brain. In humans, these disorders occur in sporadic, acquired and familial forms. Outbreaks of bovine spongiform encephalopathy, predominantly in the United Kingdom, and the emergence of a clinically and pathologically distinct human prion disease, variant CJD, has generated much interest in the transmissible spongiform encephalopathies. As the agent is detectable in lymphoid and neural tissue in variant CJD, clinicians should be aware of the possibility of cross infection of the causative agent. This is particularly important because the abnormal prion protein is resistant to routine sterilisation procedures. This article reviews the transmissible spongiform encephalopathies, and summarises guidelines concerning prevention of crossinfection when treating patients with or at risk of developing prion disease.